
Faith Reflections 
 
Living Until We Die 
 

When my children were young, we lived in the 
church-owned house next to the church 

cemetery. The children told me that some of 
their friends were afraid to visit them because 

of the scary graveyard. Lots of Hallowe’en 

spookiness, no doubt, led to fearful imaginings. 
But maybe the children were reflecting a wider 

fear in our culture: a fear of death. If we don’t 
talk about it, if we avoid signs of it, we can 

pretend that we will not die. That is rather sad. 
A healthy attitude toward mortality can give life 

vibrancy. 
 

Atul Gawande, author of Being Mortal: Medicine and What Matters 
in the End, has seen many situations where medical doctors offer 

terminally ill patients treatment options instead of honest conversation 
about what matters most to the patient and their family as life 

approaches its end. Doctors, he argues, are trained to fix things and 
solve problems. Death is the enemy to be fought at all costs. It could 

be different. As a culture, we could acknowledge that each of us will 

die one day, and therefore provide choices that help people die with 
grace. The hospice movement is a key part of that. And so is our 

willingness to take on the role of dying, when that time comes. 
Gawande notes: “Technological society has forgotten what scholars 

call the ‘dying role’ and its importance to people as life approaches its 
end. People want to share memories, pass on wisdoms and keepsakes, 

settle relationships, establish their legacies, make peace with God, and 
ensure that those who are left behind will be okay. They want to end 

their stories on their own terms. This role is, observers argue, among 
life’s most important, for both the dying and those left behind.” 

Gawande tells the story of his daughter’s piano teacher who carefully 
organized her pain medication and time in order to teach, whose 

students, past and present, got together to offer her a concert, who 
made gifts of music books as part of her legacy to them, along with 

words of encouragement. Knowing her life was drawing to its end, this 

woman embraced the dying role and taught her students one more 
vital lesson about life’s meaning. 

 



This week we will have fun together on Hallowe’en. The next day, 

Sunday November 1, is All Saints when the Christian faith remembers 
those who have died and become part of the invisible yet vital 

communion of saints. Tuck a photo of someone who has been a saint 
in your life into your coat pocket or purse and come to worship 

remembering them and giving thanks for their life. 
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